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Abstract 
Coaching psychology has been increasingly used in the discourse of education. However there has been no research 
systematically looking at how coaching can make difference to the knowledge construction process and learning power 
development in secondary students. The current study aims to understand the nature of ‘coaching for learning’ in terms of 
coaching relationships and communication between secondary school students and teachers, and to investigate how the 
implementation of coaching strategies in enquiry-based learning would influence the development of students’ positive 
learning dispositions and their identities as learners. The exploratory case study involved a UK mainstream secondary 
school during the academic year 2010/2011.The students participated in three phases of enquiry-based learning facilitated 
by teachers who were specifically trained to be coaches. The study employed a qualitative-driven mixed method approach. 
Semi-structured and narrative interviews, focus group and classroom observations were conducted with two teachers and 30 
students. Teachers’ plans and students’ enquiry products were collected in the three phases. The qualitative data was 
thematically analysed. Quantitative data was collected by Engagement Surveys and the Effective Lifelong Learning 
Inventory before and after the intervention and was statistically analysed by SPSS. The qualitative findings showed that 
coaching for learning is a complex process in which teachers and students moved along different modes of coaching 
relationships. Significant increases in students’ independence, learning relationships, confidence, autonomy and awareness 
of learning identities were noticed. The quantitative result showed that there were increases in critical curiosity, meaning 
making, creativity, learning relationships and learning engagement. It could be concluded that coaching for learning is 
different from life coaching or executive coaching. The implementation of coaching psychology is important for students’ 
learning power development and identity formation by facilitating the knowledge construction process in the context of 
secondary education. The current study has special value in extending our understanding of coaching psychology to 
secondary education. 
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1. Introduction: a paradigmatic shift in education 
The predominant educational paradigm of the 20th Century has been greatly influenced by the Cartesian thinking 
on the mind-body dualism and analytical thinking, and the Enlightenment with its emphasis on rationality; and the 
conventional educational discourse has been dominated by positivism, reductionism, behaviorism, and 
instrumentalism. These early philosophies reflect a particular paradigm of human enquiry which has enormous 
influence on modern educational policy making and practices of teaching and learning. The 20th century educational 
model is built on a view that privileges the objectivity of knowledge and distances the learner from what is known. 
It values the primacy of knowledge and reason characterized by a pre-described curriculum typified by the themes 
of acquisition, dependence and competition (Marshall, 1999), thus ensuring that the teacher-student relationship is 
typically hierarchical. The way in which knowledge is encountered by students is ‘top-down’. The primary goal of 
teaching and learning is students’ academic performance, and meaning making is reduced to repeating pre-packaged 
abstract, inert knowledge that has little relevance to students’ lives outside the classroom wall.  
However, rapid societal change has dramatically influenced our needs in education, which in turn challenges us 
to transform the structure and the process of teaching and learning (King & Frick, 1999). Disseminating inert 
knowledge and building basic skills may no longer serve the educational purposes in the advance of informational or 
communicational age. Bentley (1998) argues that the goal of education should be ‘the development of understanding 
which can be applied and extended by taking it into the spheres of thought and action which, in the real world, 
demand intelligent behavior’ (p. 19). The educational purposes of the 21st Century require new ways of managing 
teaching and learning to cultivate generic and active knowledge workers. The paradigmatic shift indicates a 
movement towards a ‘bottom-up’ development and change, leading to a participative, collaborative approach to 
educational innovation.  This innovation situates itself in the participatory paradigm (Heron & Reason, 1997) 
because the extended epistemology and critical subjectivity advocate the ‘bottom-up’ approach to the co-
construction of knowledge and meaning making.  
My understanding of learning as a ‘bottom-up’ approach draws on the work of Deakin-Crick (2009, 2010) who 
has developed a particular perspective on collaborative learning for the future. In this perspective, students as 
learning agents negotiate personally meaningful ways through collaborative practices towards a publicly assessable 
learning outcome (Deakin-Crick, 2010). It is a kind of learning where a learner starts from identity, personal 
motivation, experiences and stories within an individual’s social context, moves through the development of values, 
beliefs, attitudes and dispositions that individual learners hold when they learn, and then to knowledge construction 
and sharing, to the final presentation of learning outcomes and preparation for public assessment (Deakin-Crick, 
2009). The personal power to learn is coined as ‘learning power’ as ‘a form of consciousness characterized by 
particular dispositions, values and attitudes, with a lateral and a temporal connectivity’. Learning power has seven 
dimensions: changing and learning, creativity, critical curiosity, meaning making, strategic awareness, learning 
relationship, and resilience (Deakin-Crick et al., 2004; Deakin-Crick, 2007). The learner is coached in this learning 
journey by another person who supports and provides prompts, guidance and resources at key points with different 
coaching skills and techniques and through formative use of learning power.  
 
2. Coaching psychology and coaching research in educational context 
Coaching psychology is defined as by Australian Psychological Society (2003) as ‘the systematic application of 
behavioral science to the enhancement of life experience, work performance and well-being for individuals, groups 
and organizations who do not have clinically significant mental health issues or abnormal levels of distress’ (Green 
et al., 2006). Special Group in Coaching Psychology of British Psychological Society interprets the term that ‘for 
enhancing well-being and performance in personal life and work domains underpinned by models of coaching 
grounded in established learning theories or psychological approaches’ (Grant & Palmer, 2002; Palmer & Whybrow, 
2006). Where coaching psychology is different from coaching is that coaching psychology explicitly includes the 
application of appropriate psychological theories. There has been evidence that coaching psychology and the 
psychology of learning are strongly interwoven with each other (Law et al., 2007).  
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Coaching is used in a wide range of educational contexts for a variety of purposes (Burley & Pomphrey, 2011). 
These include:  
• Initial teacher training which uses coaching as a key part of the training process. 
• Continuing professional development of teachers. 
• Leadership programs which uses coaching for specific development of the individuals at senior level 
and for broader institutional purposes. 
• Coaching in wider school workforce to support school students with learning or behavioural difficulties. 
• Working with school students in order to develop motivation and aspiration. 
• Coaching in schools to develop abilities, skills and talents in specified areas such as music, art or sports. 
In addition, coaching texts reflect a growing interest in coaching’s potential contribution to education with a 
focus of studying different coaching interventions and the impact on adult learners (Grant, 2001; Bolton, 1999; 
Graham et al., 2008). 
Of more relevance to the non-adult population, Hamman et al. (2000) examined types and frequency of coaching 
at secondary school level and its relation to students’ strategic learning. The findings from a multiple regression 
analysis indicated that students’ strategic learning activities were significantly related to teachers’ coaching of 
learning. It showed the potential of coaching to develop secondary students’ learning capacity though other factors 
that influence students’ learning, such as learning relationships, were neglected in the study. 
Passmore and Brown (2009) presented findings from a three-year longitudinal study to explore how coaching 
contributes to GCSE students’ learning and academic performance. The study confirmed that coaching has potential 
value as a tool with non-adult population in supporting educational attainment and examination performance. 
However the study focused with one local area and only examined performance of GCSE grades; it did not offer any 
impact of coaching on students’ learning capacities or dispositions. 
Another perspective on enhancing learning performance is developing mental resilience and coping skills, which 
have been picked up by other coaching research (Green et al., 2007; Campell & Gardner, 2005; Seligman et al., 
2009). Positive educators argue that positive education can promote skills and strengths that are valued by most 
people, produce measurable improvements in students’ well-being and behaviours, and facilitate students’ 
engagement in learning and achievement. The elements of positive education, such as resilience, flow, positive 
relationships and positive emotions, are strongly connected with learning power dimensions. 
 
3. The aims of current study 
The vocabulary of coaching is touched upon by some researchers and increasingly used in the discourse of 
education (Hargreaves, 2004-2006; Claxton, 2008). It becomes increasingly apparent that there is a developing trend 
that coaching researchers try to understand coaching from a learning perspective, and educational researchers try to 
enhancing learning by introducing coaching. Nevertheless there has been no research which systematically looks at 
how coaching makes a difference to the knowledge construction process and learning power development of 
secondary students. The literature gap provides an opportunity for me to make a substantive contribution. The 
current study aims to understand the nature of ‘coaching for learning’ in terms of coaching relationships and 
communication between students and teachers, to investigate how coaching skills and strategies can be implemented 
in the classroom to facilitate students’ enquiry-based learning, and how coaching for learning would influence the 
development of students’ learning power and their identities as learners.  
4. Methodology  
The research design was essentially an exploratory, mixed-method case study within a participatory prototyping 
framework (see Appendix A). The current study was conducted in three phases according to the three terms in the 
academic year 2010/2011.  
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4.1 Demographics of the case and participants 
A mainstream secondary school in South England was selected as the case school. It is a New Forest region 
urban public secondary school, enrolling students in Year 7 through Year 11. There were in total 283 students (140 
= male, 144 = female) registered in the current study. The proportion of ethnically white British students was 98%. 
19 were eligible to free school meal.  
There were subsequent choices to make about person, places, and events that were embedded cases or mini-cases. 
Since Year 7 is the transitional year from primary school to secondary school, four Year 7 classes in Humanities 
Area were selected. Further selection was made to a class, where students were coached by two teachers for their 
enquiry-based learning and their parents consented to their engagement in coaching for learning. The two history 
teachers in the class were invited to contribute in interviews, classroom observations and collection of teacher plans 
in each phase. From all the 30 students who participated in classroom observations and surveys, six students joined 
focus groups in each phase. Three students joined narrative interviews. 
 
4.2 Ethics 
The current study met the requirements in ethical procedures for projects involving human subjects at the 
University of Bristol. I have personally obtained a CRB check in order to work with children under age 16. 
Informed consent, which provided sufficient information and allowed the right to withdraw at any stage of the study, 
has been obtained from each participant, including the gatekeeper of the school teacher participants, student 
participants in 7C1 and from their parents. Any personal information of individual participant was kept confidential 
to anonymize individuals and offer them protection of privacy. 
  
4.3 Data collection  
The prototyping design required a data system capable of informing ongoing activity (Bryk et al., 2011) therefore 
data collection was embedded into the prototyping process rather than added on top of it. In order to facilitate the 
validation of data through triangulation, qualitative and quantitative methods were employed concurrently and the 
study was primarily driven by qualitative investigations. 
Qualitative methods included semi-structured interviews with students to explore their understanding of learning 
power; focus groups with students to investigate their experiences of coaching for learning; narrative interviews 
with students of high, medium and low learning power to gain information about their learning stories and how well 
they could talk about themselves as learners; semi-structured interviews with teachers to understand their 
experiences and practices of implementing coaching in enquiry-based learning; and unstructured classroom 
observations to see how exactly coaching affected the dynamics between teachers and students. Teachers’ plans and 
students’ enquiry outcomes were collected after each phase. 
Quantitative methods included the Effective Lifelong Learning Inventory (ELLI) online questionnaire measuring 
students’ positive learning dispositions on the seven dimensions of learning power; the NZCER Me and My School 
Engagement Survey and the Learning Futures Engagement Survey measuring the behavioral, affective and cognitive 
aspects of students’ engagement with learning within and beyond the school. 
 
4.4 Data analysis 
Since the current study involved a variety of data collection methods and the overall case was conducted in a 
dynamic prototyping design, I originated a Critical Synthetic Analysis Framework to include teachers’ plans and 
students’ works, interview data, observational data and survey data across three phases (see Appendix B). 
All the qualitative data was analyzed both manually on the transcripts and using QSR Nvivo 8 software for a 
variety of themes using a coding scheme. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis framework was adopted for 
analyzing the data from semi-structured interviews and focus groups. Students’ narrative accounts were examined 
by narrative analysis. For observational data I designed an analytical framework, focusing on verbal, non-verbal 
languages and relationships between teachers-as-coaches and their students.  
Quantitative data was analyzed by SPSS 17.0 software. Paired t test was conducted to see whether coaching had 
any influence on seven dimensions of learning power and engagement level assessed before and after three phases. 
Pearson correlation was conducted to test the relationship between learning power dimensions and engagement 
levels. 
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5. Findings and discussions 
The findings from qualitative and quantitative data analysis across three phases have shown a number of 
interesting corroborations and discrepancies between different types of data. Moreover, patterns and relationships 
between variables were constantly developing across time.  
The quantitative findings showed that before coaching for learning, six learning power dimensions were 
positively correlated with engagement scores (r ranged from .297 to .692, p <.05) except for resilience. After 
coaching for learning, the same six learning power dimensions were positively correlated with engagement scores (r 
ranged from .244 to .605, p<.05) except for resilience. Paired t test of pre and post-ELLI surveys and engagement 
questionnaires demonstrated increases in engagement scores and four learning power dimensions: critical curiosity, 
meaning making, creativity, and learning relationship. However only meaning making showed a significant increase 
(t = 2.52, p<.05). Three learning power dimensions (changing and learning, strategic awareness and resilience) 
showed decreases but none of the decreases were statistically significant. The relationship between learning power 
dimensions and engagement levels seemed to be weaker after coaching for learning, which was in contrast to 
qualitative findings from interviews and observations.  
Another discrepancy of quantitative and qualitative findings rested in the change of learning power dimensions 
before and after coaching for learning. The findings from students’ narrative interviews showed that students’ 
autonomy and self-awareness of learning identities were greatly fostered. Students were more able to articulate their 
learning stories and experiences, and what they would like to achieve in future learning. The narrative accounts also 
showed fostered confidence and self-efficacy in learning. Learning power has been developing as a whole, 
particularly learning relationships, resilience, and changing and learning were mentioned mostly by students. 
The qualitative findings from teachers’ interviews and observations indicated that the enquiry approaches in the 
three phases took three organically evolving prototypes that naturally occurred in the current context. Each enquiry 
approach differed from each other in terms of focus, goals, strategies, materials, topics, grouping, and coaching 
interventions. There was a strong relation between the structure of enquiry-based learning and coaching approach: 
the looser the enquiry structure was, the more non-direct the coaching approach was, and the more authentic 
students’ learning outcomes would be.  
During coaching for learning process, teachers seemed to experience a mixture of different roles in coaching 
relationship: a knowledge expert, a learning coach, a mentor, and a counselor. Teachers should be equipped with 
sensibility to respond to the individual learner’s need in particular situations, and an ability to make professional 
judgments regarding when and which role to take in different contexts. Responses to interviews showed that 
teachers were adopting and adapting to these roles more naturally; they gradually obtained an ‘ownership of 
coaching’ and deepened their understanding of coaching theories through practice, which indicated that coaching for 
learning was beneficial for teachers’ continuing professional development. 
There were major differences in instructional styles of conventional teaching from coaching: when coaching, 
teachers did significantly less talking and information transmitting in the classroom, instead they generally offered 
more freedom, encouraged interdependency and co-construction of knowledge, and handed responsibility over to 
students. Teachers stated that students’ engagement level has increased, and learning relationships and positive 
learning dispositions have developed enormously during the academic year. This notion was supported by my 
observations that students in coaching lessons have undergone gradual and accumulative change in their engagement 
in on-task moments.  
Teachers and students in coaching lessons utilized rich verbal and non-verbal languages to achieve different 
purposes in coaching conversation. Active listening, open questions, paraphrases, summaries, and feedbacks were 
frequently used by teachers together with eye contacts and other body languages to show recognition and 
encouragement. Students were taking an active role in the coaching conversations and there was a dramatic increase 
in collaboration between them. In contrast, non-coaching lessons was characterized by teacher-led communication 
and content orientation. Students were passively responding to learning and there was less authentic engagement, 
less dialogues among peers, and less on-task behaviour. 
The themes from students’ focus groups suggested that coaching for learning optimized their learning 
experiences in terms of offering them more personal choices in learning and more personal connections to their 
enquiry topics. Coaching helped to scaffold the enquiry process so that students could gain feedback and guidance 
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when they did research or mind-mapping. However, students had various responses to coaching relationships and 
they were becoming more critical about the overall experience of ‘being coached’. By investigating the suggestions 
that students offered for improving coaching for learning, I discovered that students expected a balance between 
‘teaching’ elements and ‘coaching’ elements, which indicated that coaching for learning in secondary education 
could not be the same as life coaching or executive coaching in terms of the knowledge construction approach. 
The study posed a number of challenges regarding coaching for learning in secondary schools, including how to 
balance the authenticity in students’ learning outcomes with the intellectual quality that the teachers and parents 
expected, how to balance public assessment criteria and independent knowledge construction outcomes, how to 
balance performance fixation and process orientation, and how to evaluate learning outcomes and coaching efficacy 
through multiple perspectives rather than merely by academic performance, examination grades or statistical 
measurement. 
The comparisons between quantitative and qualitative findings indicated that learning power is a complex 
concept, and it posed a challenge to think deeper into the relationship between self-report assessment tools and 
interview responses which also come from participants’ self-evaluation. There are a number of reasons that we need 
to be cautious in interpreting statistical results of learning power dimensions especially comparing pre and post-
intervention profiles of an individual learner. Firstly, an individual’s understanding of learning power language and 
his or her own learning are both highly subjective judgments; that is why individuals might respond to the survey in 
particular ways that would influence the survey outcomes, so there is a level of interpretive flexibility built into 
learning power dimensions. Secondly, ELLI is sensitive to the context in which learners fill it in and not a linear tool 
computed from a set of objective facts. Thirdly, it is possible that students have been changing through the process 
and became more critical about themselves, so the self-held standards of learning power dimensions might be raised 
higher and the scores might become lower. But it did not mean the actual dimension became lower.  
The nature of coaching for learning is similar to a shared complex system, in which multiple layers of 
relationships and processes interact and anticipate the need for renewal through the psychological change to provide 
sustainable results (Reeves & Allison, 2009). Coaching for learning can be defined as ‘an evolving learning 
relationship between a learning facilitator and learners through effective coaching conversations in order to enhance 
learner agency and create lifelong learners as the long-term goal’. Coaching for learning contains coaching for 
exploring learners’ identities, purposes and learning aspirations; coaching for developing positive learning 
dispositions and attitudes; coaching for advancing knowledge and cultivating intellectual capabilities; and coaching 
for enhancing performance and achievement that meet public assessment criteria. Developing a language integrating 
learning power, knowledge construction and learning facilitation is critical in order to understand coaching for 
learning. There should be an appropriate combination of challenge and support to make sure that students are 
working within their current zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978) and the upper limit of this zone is able 
to be extended by effective coaching. 
  
6. Conclusions 
The current study explored coaching psychology in enquiry-based learning and development of learning power of 
secondary education. Though it was a case study focusing only in one secondary school and there might be 
incomplete mapping of data collection, the study expands our coaching literature to the population of secondary 
school students, to the purpose of enhancing learning dispositions and capabilities, and to the methodological 
innovation of prototyping design. The study illustrates important issues of coaching for learning that it is 
significantly different from life coaching and executive coaching. It also offers insight into the implementation of 
coaching psychology in the context of secondary education, which may be potentially beneficial for students’ 
learning power development and identity formation by facilitating the enquiry-based knowledge construction 
process. 
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Appendices 
Appendix A: Research design 
 
 
 
                                                                  
                                                                       Collective evaluation                            Collective evaluation 
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Appendix B: Critical Synthetic Analysis Framework 
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